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For six years I was an affordable
housing manager with independent
seniors, responsible for overseeing two
large homes owned by a nonprofit, ecu-
menical agency. Ten women and men
shared each house – a model of cooper-
ative living. We found that people real-
ly can share a household peacefully, at
least most of the time.

One of the residents, “Josephine,”
liked to chat with me during the shared
dinners or on quiet afternoons in the
house. Josephine considered herself
very “spiritual,” attending retreats and
watching many YouTube videos of
“spiritual masters.” I enjoyed our con-
versations. When she heard that I was
not a spiritual person, she was fine
with that, continuing to tell me her sto-
ries and the lessons she was learning
through meditation.

One of the hardest things I had to do
as the manager was to ask people to
leave. Some had to move out because
they became uncooperative or disrup-
tive in the household. Others had to
move when they became unable to take
care of themselves. “Independent liv-
ing means independent,” I would have
to remind them.

Unfortunately the day came when I
had to ask Josephine to leave. She was
no longer able to make good decisions
about her health, her driving and work-
ing with her housemates. Everyone, in-
cluding me, liked Josephine; no one
wanted her to leave. But it was up to me
– my job – so I gave her a move-out date
and did what I could to encourage her.

She wasn’t happy with me and our
good connection seemed to fade.

Months later I went to visit Jose-
phine in a local rehab hospital. After
she moved she was told she was devel-
oping dementia. She was glad to see me
and suggested we walk outside to a
sunny courtyard where we could talk. I
told Josephine it was very hard to ask
her to move, but she assured me it was
“the best thing that could have hap-
pened.” Josephine was still learning
her “spiritual lessons” and seemed
amazingly content. She showed no an-
ger toward me. In fact, she treated me
like a friend. 

During our conversation in the
courtyard, Josephine grew reflective
and said, “I know you don’t believe in
God. That’s OK. I call it God because I
don’t know what else to call it.” I smiled
at the wisdom of that. 

When I was leaving, Josephine gave
me a warm hug. She knew I was mov-
ing to North Carolina. She had one last
gift for me. Glancing around at all the
patients and staff, she said, “Only a few
of us still have our minds in here.” I
chuckled at her honesty and hugged
her again as another friend came to
visit. It was good to walk out the door
with a tear and a smile.

What do you call it? What do you call
that something somewhere that seems
to need a name? We don’t know what
else to call it, so we call it Spirit or Cre-
ator, Allah or Krishna, Buddha or
Christ. Some call it Nature or Universe,
Goddess or “simply” God.

The ancient Chinese scripture, Tao
Te-Ching, begins with a verse that
reads, ”The Tao [Way] that can be told
is not the eternal Tao; The name that
can be named is not the eternal name.
The Nameless is the origin of Heaven

and Earth; The Named is the mother of
all things.”

Both Taoist and Buddhist thought
are skeptical of the way we name
things. When you name something,
you might think you control it. Some
think this is one reason the biblical He-
brews would not say the name repre-
sented by the letters YHVH (some-
times pronounced Yahweh, but no one
really knows). Jews say Adonai (Lord)
in place of the holy Name (when you
see LORD in caps in the Bible it’s really
the four letter YHVH). When Moses
came face to face with the faceless on
Mount Sinai the name YHVH was said
to mean, “I Am.” Hard to control Exis-
tence. How do you name it? We don’t
hear many people say, “I believe in Be-
ing.” 

That might just be a good bridge to
connect the land of believing and the
land of disbelieving. A secular person
accepts Being/Existence. It’s only
when someone claims a name for Be-
ing/Existence that troubles arise. Once
you give Being/Existence a name, then
a Personality with thoughts and feel-
ings, adding that you have a “special
relationship” with Him/Her … well, you
see the problem.

I think I’ll stick with Josephine and
her early-dementia way of explaining
what’s going on here. Call it God if you
don’t know what else to call it. Others
select different names. Universal Na-
ture works for me. Then again, why
name it at all?

Chris Highland served as a Protes-
tant minister and interfaith chaplain
for many years. He is a teacher, writer,
freethinker and humanist celebrant.
Chris and his wife Carol, a Presbyteri-
an minister, live in Asheville. Learn
more at chighland.com. 

What name do we call God?
Highland Views
Chris Highland
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Submit your event at least two weeks in
advance online at events. citizen-
times.com. Click on “Add your event” to
submit details.

Jan. 12

Puzzlefest: Noon-8 p.m. Jan. 12-18,
Mills River Presbyterian Church, 10
Presbyterian Church Road, Mills River.
The public is invited to assist with a
variety of puzzles. Participants encour-
aged to bring canned food items for
donation to Interfaith Assistance Minis-
try. 828-891-7101.
Living with Intention: Drop-in series to
Jan. 26. 10:30 a.m. Sundays, Je Tsongk-
hapa Kadampa Buddhist Center, 1070
Tunnel Road, Building 2, Unit 20 (behind
Pomodoro’s), Asheville. $10 per class.
Explores power of the mind of intention
to launch us into being the person we
want to be. 828-668-2241 or 
www.meditationinasheville.org/
living-with-intention-drop-in-series/.
Andrew Clark launches book “Jesus in
the Trailer: Poems with Eric Nelson,
Meagan Smith Lucas, and Benjamin
Cutler”: 4-5 p.m., Malaprop’s Book-
store/Cafe, 55 Haywood St., Asheville.
Free. Intimate and sobering look at the
South, at faith, at youth and aging.
malaprops.com.

Jan. 15

Happiness From A Different Source:
Drop-in series to Jan. 29. 7 p.m.
Wednesdays, Je Tsongkhapa Kadampa
Buddhist Center, 1070 Tunnel Road,
Building 2, Unit 20, Asheville. $10 per
class. Exploration based in Buddhist
view. Guided meditation, a talk and
time for discussion. 828-668-2241 or
www.meditationinasheville.org/
happiness-from-a-different-source-
drop-in-series/.

Jan. 19

Walking In Another’s Shoes - Stories
from Asheville’s Past and Hope for the
Future: 2:30-4 p.m., Asheville Friends
Meeting, 227 Edgewood Road, Ashe-
ville. Presented by Al Whitesides at
meeting of Ethical Humanist Society of
Asheville. 828-687-7759 or
http://EHSAsheville.org.

Jan. 20

“Environmental Injustice: Race, Class
and Climate Change”: 5-8 p.m., Kenil-
worth Presbyterian Church, 123 Kenil-
worth Road, Asheville. Free. Potluck
dinner followed by program. 10th annu-
al Kenilworth Celebration of Dr. Martin
Luther King Jr. 
Dave Ramsey’s Financial Peace Univer-
sity: Nine week program begins at 6
p.m. Jan. 20, Newbridge Baptist
Church, 199 Elkwood Ave., Asheville.
Offers a unique plan for families living
from paycheck to paycheck. Call 828-
242-7099. Group link:
fpu.com/1107939.

Jan. 26

Fundamentals of Buddhist Meditation:
3-5:30 p.m., Je Tsongkhapa Kadampa
Buddhist Center, 1070 Tunnel Road
Building 2, Unit 20 (behind Pomodo-
ro’s), Asheville. $25, discount for mem-
bers. www.meditationinasheville.org or
828-668-2241
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St Aedan’s was built in the early
1900s by Irish immigrants who worked
on the trolleys that originated in Jour-
nal Square, near the church. Over the
years, as more Asian, Hispanic and Af-
rican immigrants came to Jersey City,
the congregation has become more di-
verse. In 2011, the church became part
of Saint Peter’s University, the Jesuit
University of New Jersey. 

The “teens” who are now adults, say
that their closeness with their spiritual
leader has been a lasting gift.

Ivory graduated from the Catholic
University of Louvain in Belgium – “the
Catholic version of Harvard,” according
to Gleeson. “We knew he was very
smart. But he never tried to act like it.
He was also incredibly kind. He always
wanted to help us with what interested
us. He’s still like that today. He’s all
about the other person.”

Dozens of teens came to socialize at
the events Ivory organized, “but it was
also about shared beliefs and learning
about how we would live our lives,” re-
called Tina Maund of Montclair, N.J., a
nurse who works as a project manager
for a health care system. 

Ivory taught by example, members
of his former youth group recalled. He
once took the group on a trip to North
Carolina, where he volunteered to
stand in for the pastor of an African
American congregation so he could go
on vacation.

“It was the first time we saw preju-

dice up close,” said Bob Larkin, an
emergency room doctor in Silver
Spring, Md., who recalled segregated
areas for blacks and whites. 

Ivory took them to visit his mother,
who lived in a senior development in
New Jersey, said Maund. “There wasn’t
any specific conversation about the im-
portance of caring for your parents as
they were getting older. It was just that
we learned lessons about that experi-
ence through him.”

Ivory grew up in Bloomfield, N.J.,
and attended Seton Hall Prep, assum-
ing he’d become a lawyer. But when he
was a high school junior he had a
change of heart after a priest came to
his school and delivered a talk about
the value of a meaningful, rather than a
lucrative, career. He began looking into
the priesthood. 

He studied theology at Catholic Uni-
versity in Louvain, and after ordination
was assigned to be associate pastor in
Jersey City for five years. Afterward, he
served as spiritual director of the
American College of Louvain. Ivory
wrote several books, including a par-
enting manual, “Growing In Faith with
your Child,” which was translated into
Spanish.

As Ivory reminisces about the Jersey
City teenagers, he sounds like a proud
father bragging about his children.

“As kids, they were all involved in
service projects and it evolved into
their way of thinking. They all went into
helping professions,” he beamed in a
recent interview, adding that one be-
came a doctor, one a chaplain and one
an educator. “I’m very proud of that.” 
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ry about what we cannot fix, and our
habit of carrying unnecessary burdens.
Jesus is quite serious when he says,
“Who among you by worrying can add a
single moment to your life? If you can’t
do such a small thing, why worry about
the rest?” (Luke 12:25-26 CEB)

“Are you tired? Worn out? Burned out
on religion? Come to me. Get away with
me and you’ll recover your life. I’ll show
you how to take a real rest. Walk with me
and work with me – watch how I do it.
Learn the unforced rhythms of grace. I
won’t lay anything heavy or ill-fitting on
you. Keep company with me and you’ll
learn to live freely and lightly. (Matthew
11:28-30 THE MESSAGE) 

John Eldredge writes in his book,
“Get Your Life Back: Everyday Practices
for a World Gone Mad,” these words. “To
make room for God to fill the vessel of
our soul, we have to begin moving out
some of the unnecessary clutter that
continually accumulates there like the
junk drawer in your kitchen. Everybody
has a junk drawer, that black hole for car
keys, pens, paper clips, gum, all the
small flotsam and jetsam that accumu-
lates over time. Our souls accumulate
stuff, too, pulling it in like a magnet. And
so Augustine said we must empty our-
selves of all that fills us, so that we may
be filled with what we are empty of.
Over time I’ve found no better practice
to help clear out my cluttered soul than
the practice of benevolent detachment.
The ability to let it go, walk away – not so

much physically but emotionally, soul-
fully.”

“You’ve got to release the world;
you’ve got to release people, crises,
trauma, intrigue, all of it. There has to be
sometime in your day where you just let
it all go. All the tragedy of the world, the
heartbreak, the latest shooting, earth-
quake – the soul was never meant to en-
dure this. The soul was never meant to
inhabit a world like this. It’s way too
much. Your soul is finite. You cannot
carry the sorrows of the world. Only God
can do that. Only he is infinite. Some-
where, sometime in your day, you’ve
just got to release it. You’ve got to let it
go. We need to make this clear – the in-
vitation of God is an unburdened life.
Come, you who are heavy laden. Cast
your cares upon him. Live carefree be-
fore God. It’s practically a party invita-
tion. One of the least understood disci-
plines of the spiritual life. And there-
fore, a wonderful place of discovery for
each of us, and a truly liberating oppor-
tunity to experience more of God in our
everyday experience.”

God’s promises are not suggestions,
they are real commands. If we want life
to the fullest, if we want to have all that
God has to offer us, and if we want to be
the disciple he plans for us, we will need
to trust him enough to give those bur-
dens and cares to him. And that is a dif-
ficult lesson for us to learn; difficult, but
not impossible.

This column is the opinion of the Rev.
Tim McConnell, assistant pastor of
Long's Chapel United Methodist Church
in Lake Junaluska. Reach him at 828-
456-3993 or pastortimmc.blogspot.com. 
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